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Abstract: In a recent paper, Christopher Mole (2008) argued in

favour of the view that, according to our commonsense psychology,

while consciousness is necessary for attention, attention isn’t neces-

sary for consciousness. In this paper I offer an argument against this

view. More precisely, I offer an argument against the claim that,

according to our commonsense psychology, consciousness is neces-

sary for attention. However, I don’t claim it follows from this argument

that commonsense has it the other way around, viz. that consciousness

isn’t necessary for attention. Instead, I want to motivate the claim that

there isn’t such a thing as the view of commonsense psychology about

the relation between attention and consciousness. I argue that peo-

ple’s use of these terms — and, presumably, of their corresponding

concepts — seems to be context-dependent. I conclude with a discus-

sion of the possible implications of this claim for the empirical study

of attention and consciousness.

1. Introduction

The relation of dependency between consciousness and attention is,

once again, a matter of heated debate among scientists and philoso-

phers. There are at least three general views on the issue. First, there

are those who suggest that attention is both necessary and sufficient

for consciousness (e.g. Posner, 1994; Prinz, 2000; forthcoming). Sec-

ond, there are those who suggest that even though attention is neces-

sary for consciousness, it may not be sufficient (e.g. Moran and
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Desimone, 1985; Rensink et al., 1997; Merikle and Joordens, 1997).

Finally, there are those who suggest that attention is neither necessary

nor sufficient for consciousness, that — at most — they are two differ-

ent processes that happen to be concomitant some of the time, but

which, under very specific circumstances, can be shown to come apart

(e.g. Lamme, 2003; Koivisto et al., 2005; Koch and Tsuchiya, 2007).

Piles of evidence have been marshalled in favour and against each of

these alternatives, and as far as I can see, there is no hope of agreement

on the horizon.

One of the most recent contributions to the debate has been

advanced by the philosopher Christopher Mole in his paper ‘Attention

and Consciousness’ (2008). There he argues in favour of what he

takes to be the view of commonsense psychology, namely that ‘one is

conscious of everything that one pays attention to, but one does not

pay attention to all the things that one is conscious of’ (p. 86). In other

words, he believes that, according to our commonsense, while con-

sciousness is necessary for attention, attention isn’t necessary for con-

sciousness. Mole spends most of his paper defending this view against

some alleged empirical evidence to the contrary. To be precise, he

argues against two particular lines of empirical research, one of which

suggests that attention is necessary for consciousness (Mack and

Rock, 1998), and another one suggesting that consciousness is not

necessary for attention (Kentridge and Heywood, 2001). Elsewhere I

have offered an interpretation of similar studies that differs radically

from Mole’s, while favouring the view that attention is necessary and

sufficient for consciousness (De Brigard and Prinz, 2010). In this

paper, however, I want to put forth an argument against Mole’s

assumption of what he takes to be the commonsense view of the rela-

tion between attention and consciousness. More precisely, I offer an

argument against the claim that, according to our commonsense psy-

chology, consciousness is necessary for attention. However, I don’t

claim it follows from this argument that commonsense has it the other

way around, viz. that consciousness isn’t necessary for attention.

Instead, I want to motivate the claim that there isn’t such a thing as the

view of commonsense psychology about the relation between atten-

tion and consciousness. In fact, I argue that people’s use of these terms

— and, presumably, of their corresponding concepts — seems to be

context-dependent. I conclude with a discussion of the possible impli-

cations of this claim for the empirical study of attention and

consciousness.
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2. Why commonsense need not treat attention as requiring

consciousness

According to Mole (2008), it seems natural to say that catching some-

one’s attention toward X is a way of making her conscious of X; like-

wise, getting X into someone’s field of consciousness is a way of

catching her attention. That we expect attention and consciousness to

interact in this way is made intelligible — Mole suggests — ’if we

understand commonsense psychology to treat paying attention to

something as a way of being conscious of that thing: a way that locates

the thing in the foreground of experience. According to commonsense

psychology, then, attention requires consciousness’ (2008, p. 89).

To defend this allegedly commonsensical view, Mole would have to

dismantle any attempt to show that, according to ordinary people, one

can attend to something one is not conscious of. A referee of this jour-

nal offered this precise challenge to Mole by way of a counterexample

(which, I think, echoes well-known examples in the philosophy of

mind, e.g. Armstrong, 1981; Dretske, 1993). According to this ref-

eree, the fact that a baby’s cry wakes her sleeping mother more readily

than other noises seems to be accounted for, by our commonsense, in

terms of the mother attending to the cry while she is unconscious. This

constitutes a potential challenge for the alleged commonsense view

because, as Mole puts it,

If the sleeping mother is not conscious of the cry, and if the selectivity

demonstrated in the cry’s waking her involves attention, then the case

poses a serious problem for my claim that consciousness is necessary

for attention. Since the case is an everyday one, the objection is not only

to the claim about the necessity of consciousness for attention, but also

to my attribution of that claim to the commonsense picture of the mind.

(Mole, 2008, p. 90)

In his defence, Mole argues that this case isn’t a threat to common-

sense, for commonsense has it the other way around: for most people

the crying baby case is a case that involves consciousness and does not

involve attention. And to prove this point he informally asked sixteen

people to pick, among four possible answers, which would be ‘the

most natural account of the fact that a baby’s cry will wake a mother

more readily than other sounds’ (p. 91). Surprisingly, Mole reports

that most participants thought it was most natural to describe the case

as: ‘The cry wakes the sleeping mother because, although she is not

paying attention, she is conscious of it’. And so, Mole takes this to

show that the crying baby case isn’t a counterexample to the common-

sensical view that consciousness is necessary for attention.
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I’m sceptical of this claim on two grounds. On the one hand, Mole’s

informal experiment lacks the methodological rigour required to use it

as empirical evidence against the referee’s counterexample. A con-

trolled study is called for. On the other hand, even if a controlled study

was to validate Mole’s informal poll, there is another plausible inter-

pretation of those results: they may be read as showing that what is

commonsensical is the view that there is a contrast between the sleep-

ing mother’s response to her baby’s cry and her (lack of) response to

other noises, not that the contrast is, in fact, between attention and

consciousness. Indeed, when I first started thinking about this possi-

bility, I asked some of my non-philosopher friends to pick the most

natural way of describing that case. However, instead of asking them

to answer in terms of attention and consciousness, I phrased the possi-

ble answers in terms of consciousness and auditory perception. Then,

many of them suggested that the most natural way of describing the

case was as ‘The cry wakes the sleeping mother because, although she

is not conscious of it, she can hear it’. Could it be possible that, when

contrasted with auditory perception, commonsense does not take this

to be a case of consciousness after all?

In order to test this possibility, I conducted a study in which I pre-

sented participants with the scenario suggested by the referee. In this

study, however, there were two conditions. In the attention condition,

participants were to read a brief vignette describing the case, and then

were required to select the best description of the phenomenon among

four possible answers contrasting attention and consciousness. In the

hearing condition, participants read the same vignette but their four

possible answers contrasted consciousness and hearing. All partici-

pants were undergraduates at UNC, Chapel Hill, and were randomly

assigned to one of the two conditions (N=66). The vignette they

received read as follows:

Please read carefully the following passage and answer the question

below

It is a fact that a baby’s cry will wake her mother more readily than any

other noise of equivalent pitch or volume. In other words, if a mother is

completely asleep, she’d be more likely to be awakened by her baby

crying than by any other sound of similar intensity.

Which of the following statements do you think best describes this phe-

nomenon? (Please circle only one answer)

Participants in the attention condition were given the following four

possible answers (the order of presentation was randomized between

subjects):
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1. The cry wakes the sleeping mother because she is conscious of it

and she is attending.

2. The cry wakes the sleeping mother because she is attending but

she’s not conscious of it.

3. The cry wakes the sleeping mother because she’s conscious of it,

but she is not attending.

4. None of the above.

In other words, participants were given the option of describing the

phenomenon in terms of attention and consciousness (1), attention

only (2), consciousness only (3), or neither (4). In contrast, partici-

pants in the hearing condition received the following four answers

(again, the answers were randomized between subjects):

1. The cry wakes the sleeping mother because she is conscious of it

and she can hear it.

2. The cry wakes the sleeping mother because she can hear it, but

she’s not conscious of it.

3. The cry wakes the sleeping mother because she’s conscious of it,

but she can’t hear it.

4. None of the above

That is to say, participants were given the option of describing the

phenomenon in terms of consciousness and hearing (1), hearing only

(2), consciousness only (3), or neither (4).

The results were surprising. In the attention condition, which is

basically a replica of Mole’s own informal poll, the results varied

drastically from those he reported: 21.2% of participants described

the case in terms of attention and consciousness (answer 1), an aston-

ishing 60.6% described the case in terms of attention alone (answer 2),

while only 12.1% did it in terms of consciousness alone (answer 3).

Finally, 6.1% of the participants selected answer 4 (Figure 1). The

first thing to notice about these results is that they pose a serious threat

to Mole’s claim that, according to commonsense, consciousness is

necessary for attention. An overwhelming majority of participants in

the present study preferred to describe the case in terms of attention

rather than consciousness. In fact, they were five times more likely to

describe it in terms of attention alone than they were to describe it in

terms of consciousness alone. Thus, contrary to Mole’s conjecture

from his informal poll, a controlled study suggests that most people
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take the case of the baby’s cry as one of attention instead of conscious-

ness. The anonymous referee may have been right, after all.

Nonetheless, I don’t think these results need to be taken as evidence in

favour of the view that, according to commonsense, the baby’s cry

case is clearly a case of attention and not a case of consciousness. This

is because, as suggested by the results in the hearing condition, when

contrasted with auditory perception (as opposed to attention) people

seem much more likely to describe it as a case of consciousness: 42%

of participants in the hearing condition described the case in terms of

consciousness and hearing (answer 1), 27.3% did it in terms of hear-

ing alone (answer 2); the exact same proportion, 27.3%, described it

in terms of consciousness alone (answer 3), while only 3% selected

‘None of the above’ (answer 4). (Figure 2.)

Put together, these results show that, if people are asked to describe

the baby’s cry case and are given the option to do it in terms of either
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attention or consciousness, only 33.3% of them would describe it as a

case of consciousness. However, if the same case is presented but now

they are asked to describe it in terms of either consciousness or audi-

tory perception, 69.7% would describe it in terms of consciousness

(and this difference is statistically significant: �
2(2, N=66) = 8.735,

p=.003). Now, does this mean that people are contradicting them-

selves? Not necessarily. I think there is a more charitable explanation.

3. Why there may not be a commonsense view on the relation

between attention and consciousness

In order to make my case, let us consider two examples of so-called

‘contrasting cases’. Example 1: You and your wife decide to repaint

the living room to some shade of red. You go to the store and ask the

attendant to show you a few such shades. In this particular store they

tend to show you colours in pairs, so you can contrast them. First they

give you two samples, one of which looks definitely red to you and

another one that looks kind of orange. Your wife, though, seems to

like this second one. Pointing at it she asks you: ‘Do you like this red

or does it look orange to you?’. ‘I think that’s orange’, you reply, in all

honesty. But then she asks the attendant to hand her a yellowish-red.

Now, next to that yellowish-red sample, the original sample your wife

liked definitely doesn’t look orange. ‘I guess it is red after all’, you

concede. Example 2: You find yourself one morning walking down

the street with your child. At some point, he picks a little branch that

fell off a tree and shows it to you: ‘Is this a stick or a branch?’, he asks,

to which you reply ‘I think it is a branch’. With childish persistence

your son asks again: ‘Would you say, though, that this is a branch or a

twig’. Perhaps focused more now on the size of the branch rather than

its shape and origin, you confess: ‘I guess it is a twig’.

In both examples you changed your answer after contrasting your

previous response with a different category-term. The question is: by

changing your answer, are you contradicting yourself? I think the

answer in both cases is ‘no’. But this is not necessarily because you

were right in one case and wrong in the other. In the first example, for

instance, it seems rather natural to say that whether or not a colour

patch looks red to you is highly dependent upon the adjacent colour

with which it is contrasted (Lotto and Purves, 2000). As a result, say-

ing that colour-patch A seems orange to me at time t1 under conditions

c1 and red at time t2 under conditions c2 does not imply a contradiction

(Fara, 2001). Now, notice that if you are asked to judge how a particu-

lar colour patch looks to you, and the question is phrased as a contrast
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between two colour-categories to which such a patch could belong

(again, given the right surrounding colours), the answer you give is

going to be highly dependent upon the precise categories you have to

choose from. Thus, when the particular shade of red you were exposed to

was contrasted with a more intense red, and you were asked to report your

answer either as a red-appearance or as an orange-appearance, you were

inclined to report it as a orange-appearance because the other one seemed

to be clearly a case of red. However, when contrasted with the yellow-

ish-red, and asked to answer in terms of either yellow- or red- appear-

ances, the original patch seemed to be clearly not a case of yellow, and

red became the obvious choice.

Similarly, in the second example, whether a shoot that broke off a

tree looks like a branch or a twig to you may depend upon the feature

that is highlighted by the option against which each category-term is

contrasted. Thus, when you are asked to decide whether it is a stick or

a branch, you may focus on the natural-looking shape of the branch,

and although you would have been okay calling it a stick under differ-

ent circumstances — say, next to a piece of metal — this particular one

seems too natural-looking to be called a stick. Given the option,

‘branch’ seems more appropriate. Nonetheless, when ‘branch’ is con-

trasted with ‘twig’, the relative size is now highlighted, and given the

size of the one your son is holding in his hand, ‘twig’ seems more

appropriate; after all, unlike twigs, branches can also be quite big.

This is not to say that all uses of words like ‘red’ or ‘branch’ are

shifting in this particular way. For the most part, our uses of these

terms are highly consistent. If our visual system works properly, most

of us would say that ripe tomatoes in an appropriately illuminated

supermarket appear red, and that cloudless skies in full light appear

blue. Similarly, most of us would have no trouble identifying as a stick

one little thin piece of wood confused among plastic straws. Problems

arise when we are asked to produce comparative judgments, using

precisely these terms, under conditions in which our assessments vary

as a function of the contrasting category. In the case of the colour sam-

ples, for instance, when luminance conditions are so that adjacent col-

ours make your patch look different than it would have looked had a

different colour being attached to it, our appearance judgments shift

as a function of the contrasting patch. Likewise, when a branch that

could have been identified as a stick among straws is then contrasted

with larger branches, and one is asked to judge it either as a branch or

as a twig, it is natural to opt for the latter given that the contrasting

conditions call now for a focus in relative size rather than material.
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My suggestion is that a similar explanation is available for the shift-

ing judgments uncovered by the crying baby case. In ordinary cases,

when trying to make sense of what strikes us as a difference in behav-

iour due to what we would explain in terms of distinct underlying psy-

chological causes, we resort to folk psychological notions like ‘belief’

and ‘desire’, but also — and importantly — ‘attention’ and ‘con-

sciousness’. Sometimes the application of folk psychological terms is

unproblematic. Many of us use the locutions ‘consciousness’ and ‘be-

ing conscious’ in relatively systematic ways over a large number of

cases. For example, if we were asked to decide whether a comatose

person is either conscious or unconscious, the vast majority would opt

for the latter option. Ditto for a person who is completely asleep or

anaesthetized. A similar story can be told about the locutions ‘atten-

tion’ and ‘being attentive’. If someone is doing her homework, cook-

ing dinner, or actively playing poker with her friends, and we are

asked to determine whether she is paying attention or not to what she

is doing, most of us would say that she is, in fact, paying attention.

These all seem to be uncontroversial cases.

However, cases like that of the crying baby are controversial pre-

cisely because, given the appropriate contrasting categories, both ‘at-

tention’ and ‘consciousness’ can be used to refer to whatever

psychological mechanism people think was responsible for the

mother being awakened by the baby’s cry. What initially strikes us as a

difference in the subject’s response to two different stimuli (i.e. the

baby’s cry versus other equivalent noises), we tend to explain in terms

of two underlying psychological processes: one responsible for the

behaviour in one case (the mother waking up), and the other responsi-

ble for the behaviour in the other case (i.e. the mother sleeping

through the noise). But this may be as much consistency as we can get

in our folk psychological explanations. Commonsense psychology

does not have the resources to fine-tune our judgments so as to have

clear-cut application rules for both terms. In borderline cases like the

one at hand, whether we use the term ‘attention’ or ‘consciousness’ to

refer to the underlying psychological mechanism is going to depend

on the particular contrasting category that is offered to us at the time in

which we are asked to make the judgment.

Someone may object that although the results reviewed suggest that

people are more likely to judge the crying baby case as one involving

consciousness if contrasted with auditory perception than if con-

trasted with attention, this may still just mean that, for the folk, such

cases non-controversially involve attention. In other words, my objec-

tor could argue that these results are only direct evidence against
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Mole’s claim that the crying baby case is a case of consciousness and

not a case of attention, but that, at most, they are only indirect evi-

dence in favour of my claim that the use of ‘attention’ and ‘conscious-

ness’ in this particular case depends upon the contrast category. After

all, it may as well be that, every time we ask people to judge this case

and we give them the option of classifying it as a case of attention,

most of them would do just that. Since this is an empirical claim, I

decided to conduct a follow up study in which I presented participants

(N=24) with the exact same vignette as before, but now I gave them

the option of describing the case either in terms of ‘attending to’ or in

terms of ‘noticing’. More specifically, they received the following

four possible answers (randomized):

1. The cry wakes the sleeping mother because she notices and she is

attending to it.

2. The cry wakes the sleeping mother because she notices it but she is

not attending to it.

3. The cry wakes the sleeping mother because she is attending but

she doesn’t notice it.

4. None of the above.

That is, participants were given the option of describing the phenome-

non in terms of attending and noticing (1), noticing only (2), attending

only (3), or neither (4).

If this case were clearly one of attention, as the objector may sug-

gest, one would expect to see most people favouring the options that

describe the case in terms of ‘attending to’ rather than ‘noticing’.

However, the results indicate otherwise: while 46% of participants

described the case in terms of attending and noticing (answer 1), and

33% described it in terms of noticing alone (answer 2), only 13% did it

in terms of attending alone (answer 3) — almost the same amount

(8%) who opted for answer 4 (Figure 3). So it looks as though, when

the options are given as a choice between attending and noticing, most

people judge the crying baby case to be one of ‘noticing’ rather than

‘attending to’ (a collapse across samples attending x noticing gives us

statistical significance: �
2(2, N=41) = 10.775, p=.001. But people

needn’t be contradicting themselves. A more plausible explanation is

simply that, in controversial cases, our colloquial use of these terms

depends on the psychological category they are contrasted with.

Of course, to say that the pattern of responses people give to the

crying baby example is due to its being a contrast case involving the
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psychological terms ‘attention’ and ‘consciousness’ is merely the

beginning of an explanation. Just as perception researchers may want

to know under which contrasting conditions are we prone to use ‘red’

rather than ‘orange’, and just as linguists and philosophers of lan-

guage may want to know which contrast-terms make us utter ‘twig’

rather than ‘branch’, philosophers of mind and psychologists may

want to know the conditions under which the term ‘consciousness’ is

preferred over the term ‘attention’. One possibility is that our prefer-

ence for either ‘consciousness’ or ‘attention’ in contrasting cases like

the one at hand, may depend on particular features that are thought to

be either proprietary or common to both psychological phenomena

(Pashler, 1998). So, for example, if it turns out that most people take

attention to be selective, then it is probable that if selectivity were the

highlighted feature when attention is contrasted with consciousness,

people would be more likely to pick the former over the latter. (This

may be the underlying explanation of the results reviewed above.) On

the other hand, if it is true that most people take consciousness to

involve some sort of phenomenological awareness, then it is likely

that when such is the feature highlighted in a contrasting judgment,

‘consciousness’ will prevail over ‘attention’. This is just an hypothe-

sis, however, and it is far from being the last word on this issue.

4. Conclusion

‘Everyone knows what attention is’ is one of the most oft-quoted

remarks ever made by William James (1890). As times goes by,

researchers are becoming more and more sceptical of the veracity of

this claim, and some have even argued that ‘it would be closer to the

truth to say that “nobody knows what attention is”’ (Styles, 1997, p. 1.

See also Pashler, 1998). I think philosophers of mind could benefit
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from this scepticism. The reviewed studies suggest that there is little

agreement, in so far as our commonsense psychology is concerned,

about the relation between attention and consciousness. Although

there may be some consistency to the way in which most people use

these terms in common parlance, there are definitively certain situa-

tions in which our preference for one or another is context-dependent,

i.e. dependent on the category against which each term is contrasted.

The crying baby case may be only one among many. Our common-

sense notion of attention is more complicated than we thought.

My recommendation is that, following the example of some philos-

ophers who have been studying the folk notion of consciousness (e.g.

Knobe and Prinz, 2008; Huebner, 2010; Sytsma and Machery, 2009;

forthcoming), philosophers of mind interested in the folk notion of

attention should be wary of unsupported claims regarding the folk

psychological use of such term. In fact, I think they should be cautious

when making claims about the commonsensical use of other folk psy-

chological terms. After all, the evidence presented in this paper could

be but an instance of a more pervasive phenomenon: folk psychologi-

cal terms may be inherently vague and context-dependent. Mean-

while, our best strategy to study the relationship between attention

and consciousness may be resorting to our good-old scientific tactics:

to make use of operational working-definitions, based-off pre-

theoretical conceptions of what attention and consciousness are taken

to be in common parlance, but further defined in cognitive and/or

behavioural terms in conformity to verifiable evidence. No matter

how philosophically sophisticated the analysis of our folk psychologi-

cal terms may be, precise operational definitions are likely to be nec-

essary in order to understand the relationship between attention and

consciousness. And so long as we keep using them, we may be in the

clear.1
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